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Bridging the Research-to-Practice Gap
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Special education literature abounds with a challenge to special educators to pro-
mote the acquisition of self-determination skills in their students (e.g., Algozzine, Brow-
der, Karvonen, Test, & Wood, 2001). A critical component of self-determination that can
be readily addressed in the school setting is self-advocacy. We believe that meeting the
challenge of enhancing student’s self-advocacy skills will require that educators under-
stand self-advocacy and recognize its significance in obtaining successful outcomes for
students with disabilities once they leave the P-12 school system. Special educators also
need a clear understanding of curricula and instructional strategies that they can use to
effectively promote the development of self-advocacy skills in their students (Test, Mason,
Hughes, Konrad, Neale, & Wood, 2004).

Currently, teachers face many demands to comply with school district, state, and fed-
eral mandates, which seem to be at odds with creating meaningful IEPs that meet individ-
ual student needs (Sorrentino & Zirkel, 2004). But when teachers understand self-advo-
cacy, recognize that it is an essential component for the success of students who have
disabilities, and have the information they need to promote self-advocacy, we believe they
will make time to support the development of those skills.

The many extrinsic factors that motivate teachers to address self-advocacy issues for
their students include. but are not limited to, the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (1990, 1997, 2004), the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990), the Rehabilitation Act
(1973), various state statutes and regulations, national and local advocacy groups, profes-
sional literature, and conference presentations. Yet, students still do not seem to be prac-
ticing self-advocacy skills to the extent that they become self-determined adults after they
complete their public education (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997). As laws and advocacy
groups move beyond access to accountability, teachers recognize that special education
practices must change as well.

To support teachers’ understanding of why and how to make those changes, we begin
with a brief discussion of self-determination theory, which points to the important role of
self-determination in learning and provides context for understanding the concept of self-
advocacy. In addition, we provide definitions of self-determination and a conceptual
framework for self-advocacy—the focal point of this article. We outline the need for
explicit instruction related to component skills of self-advocacy and describe the barriers
to providing that instruction in preschool to grade 12 (P-12) schools. Next we explore the
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research-to-practice gap and offer descriptions of curricula
and strategies for integrating self-advocacy skills into daily
activities that we hope will bridge that gap.

Finally, we illustrate connections between theory and
practice by describing the experiences of four elementary
students, their parents, and their teachers as these students
practiced self-advocacy by leading their own IEP meetings.
Because self-determination is the broad concept of which
self-advocacy is a key component, we begin with a brief
overview of self-determination theory.

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY AS
A MOTIVATIONAL CONSTRUCT

Deci and Ryan (1985) defined self-determination as a
psychological need based on a person’s free choice. They
maintain that self-determination theory (SDT) provides an
explanation of the influences of intrinsic and extrinsic moti-
vation on behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2000). According to SDT,
three innate psychological needs—autonomy, competence,
and relatedness—are fundamental for healthy development
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and general well-being and people are naturally motivated to
take action to satisfy these needs. In addition, they argue that
each of these needs is of equal importance for optimal psy-
chological health.

Autonomy refers to opportunities to take action based on
self-selected choices (i.e., volition). When teachers provide
choice and acknowledge feelings. student autonomy
increases (Reeve, 2006). A sense of competence results from
positive feedback, indicating that students are successful
because of their own efforts. Relatedness is the ability to
form secure attachments to other people. When students are
autonomy-oriented, they are able to develop more satisfying
positive personal relationships. Satisfaction of these three
needs results in increased intrinsic motivation. If these needs
are not satisfied, there will be “significant negative conse-
quences for the individual’s vitality, integrity, and health”
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 232).

Deficits in cognition, motivation, and emotion result when
a person repeatedly experiences negative outcomes that he or
she believes are beyond his or her control (Seligman, 1975).
Students with disabilities often develop passive behavior as a
result of being in highly structured programs where they
experienced a lack of control and perceive themselves as
incapable of academic success (Walker & Bunsen, 1995).
This passive behavior has been termed learned helplessness,
a common attribute of students with learning disabilities and
emotional disorders. While structured support from teachers
is beneficial for students with disabilities, the benefit
increases if the structure allows the student to experience
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Reeve, 2006).

The application of self-determination theory to educa-
tional settings has been supported by more than two decades
of research. In self-determination theory, Deci and Ryan
(1985) argued that development is not preprogrammed and
that motivational variables provide a construct for under-
standing how environmental conditions affect developmen-
tal change in both positive and negative ways. They main-
tained that the need to be self-determined is the “primary
energizer of the developmental process™ (p. 116).

Many learning theories (e.g., Vygotski, Piaget, Montes-
sori) highlight the importance of optimal challenge on the
process of development. If self-determination is indeed inte-
gral to how children develop, there is no question of whether
adults should foster the development of self-determination
skills. If we provide structured, appropriate opportunities for
students to practice these skills, we are supporting healthy
psychological development. If we ignore self-determination
skills, we are contributing to students’ lack of psychological
vitality and health. The question then becomes not how can
we find time to do this but, rather, what actions can we take
to support students’ development of autonomy, competence,
and relatedness.




Educational definitions of self-determination provide a
starting point for understanding what actions we can take to
nurture self-determination component skills, especially self-
advocacy, as they develop across the life span. We will dis-
cuss definitions that have emerged as a result of increasing
awareness of the essential nature of self-determination, and
highlight the conceptual framework for self-advocacy-devel-
oped by Test, Fowler, Wood, Brewer, and Eddy (2005).

EDUCATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF
SELF-DETERMINATION AND SELF-ADVOCACY

Shortly before the reauthorization of IDEA in 1990, the
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education
and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) initiated several
research projects to identify ways to increase self-determi-
nation skills of students with disabilities (Sands. Bassett,
Lehmann, & Spencer, 1998). Several definitions of self-
determination resulted from the works produced through
that initiative. The project directors agreed that students
must identify and value their own interests and needs and
have the opportunity to make choices and carry out those
choices in order to become self-determined (Field, 1996),

Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, and Wehmeyer (1988) cre-
ated a definition to aid in the development of curriculum and
assessment of self-determination. They described self-deter-
mination as “a combination of skills, knowledge, and beliefs
that enable a person to engage in goal-directed, self-regu-
lated, autonomous behavior™ (p. 2). Cross, Cooke, Wood,
and Test (1999) defined self-determination as “the ability to
define and achieve goals based on a foundation of knowing
and valuing oneself” (p. 46).

These definitions share several common characteristics
including

* the importance of self-knowledge, identifying one’s own
likes, dislikes, wants, needs, strengths, and limitations;
* the need for autonomy and control in decision mak-
. ing; and
* the significance of having opportunities to express
one’s needs and interests.

Many of these characteristics overlap with self-advocacy,
a component skill of self-determination. The 25 definitions
of self-advocacy collected by Test, Fowler, et al. (2005)
included concepts such as basic human, civil, and legal
rights: justice: speaking out for one’s beliefs; understanding
of self; independence: choice: needs; responsibilities: dig-

nity: collaboration; and leadership. To advocate for oneself

effectively, a student must recognize his or her own likes,
dislikes, wants, needs, strengths, and limitations, be able to
express those, and be given many opportunities to do so in
authentic settings (Schreiner, 2007).

Test, Fowler, et al. (2005) developed a conceptual frame-
work of self-advocacy to advance the development of
instructional strategies and research efforts. This framework
emphasized knowledge of self. knowledge of rights, com-
munication, and leadership. Students must be aware of their
own interests and preferences before they can advocate for
them. Knowledge of rights empowers the student to advo-
cate for needed services and accommodations. Communica-
tion includes several subcomponents (being assertive, nego-
tiating, persuading, listening, etc.). Leadership may range
from leading one’s own IEP meeting to advocating for a
group, but group leadership is not a required measure of a
successful self-advocate.

THE PROBLEM: LACK OF
SELF-ADVOCACY INSTRUCTION

The importance of self-advocacy training for students
with disabilities during their P-12 education is rooted in leg-
islative mandates and societal changes. Self-advocacy skills
are essential for positive transitions and outcomes as stu-
dents with disabilities leave the P-12 school system and
enter the adult world. The Individuals with Disabilities Edu-
cation Act (IDEA) amendments of 1990 and 1997 acknowl-
edged the importance of transition services for students 16
years or older and the right of those students to participate
in their own IEP meetings (Hammer, 2004; Martin, Mar-
shall, & Maxson, 1993; Test & Neale. 2004; Wehmeyer &
Schalock, 2001). IDEA transition services are

a coordinated set of activities for a student, designed within
an outcome-oriented process, which promotes movement
from school to post-school, including post secondary educa-
tion, vocational training, integrated employment (including
supported employment), continuing and adult education,
adult services, independent living, or community participa-
tion. The coordinated set of activities shall be based upon
the individual student’s needs, taking into account the stu-
dent’s preferences and interests, and shall include instruc-
tion, community experiences, the development of employ-
ment and other post-school adult living objectives, and,
when appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and func-
tional vocational evaluation (20 U.S.C. Sec. 1401(a)(19)).

The importance of preparing students with disabilities to
become self-determined adults is also the stated goal of
other federal legislation. The Rehabilitation Act Amend-
ments of 1992 and 1998 mandate that adults with disabilities
be involved in the development of their individualized writ-
ten rehabilitation plans (Test, Mason, et al., 2004). This
renewed legislative focus on basic civil rights of individuals
with disabilities to make life decisions related to educa-
tional, occupational, social, and independent living status
after leaving school is reflected in the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) and the Section 504 antidiscrimination
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provisions of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Eckes &
Ochoa, 2005; Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 1998).

Further, significant societal changes have fueled the self-
advocacy movement. Specifically, the evolution of the nor-
malization principle (see Wolfensberger & Nirje, 1972), the
rise of the independent living movement, the shift from
institutional to community-based services, and establish-
ment of self-advocacy groups such as People First have fos-
tered changes in societal attitudes and treatment of individ-
uals with disabilities (Malian & Nevin. 2002; Miller &
Keys, 1996; Test, Fowler, et al., 2005; Traustadottir, 2006;
Ward, 1994; Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 1998).

Benefits Associated With Self-Advocacy Instruction

A number of positive benefits and post-school transi-
tional outcomes have been associated with teaching students
self-advocacy skills. Wehmeyer and Schalock (2001) main-
tain that individuals with self-determination skills generally
have an enhanced quality of life. Indeed. self-advocacy
skills are critical to the successful transition from secondary
school to postsecondary education and other adult pursuits
(Merchant & Gajar, 1997; Test. Fowler, et al., 2005:; Test,
Karvonen, et al., 2000; Zhang, 2001).

Eisenman, Chamberlin, and McGahee-Kovac (2005)
argued that students who possess self-determination knowl-
edge and skills are more likely to have greater success in
terms of employment and social interactions. Further, stu-
dents who had systematic self-advocacy instruction dis-
played dispositional changes in terms of becoming more
involved in their IEP meetings, more confident, and self-
reflective about their strengths and educational needs.

Student-led IEP meetings changed the participant inter-
action dynamics. More positive comments were directed
to the student at these meeting. and, in general, [EP team
members expressed more optimism about the educational
process. Students who have been trained to lead their own
individualized education program (IEP) meetings are
more effective at communicating their strengths, needs,
goals, and, thus, in requesting appropriate accommoda-
tions from their teachers (Mason, McGahee-Kovac, &
Johnson, 2004; Torgerson, Miner, & Shen, 2004). When
students are actively involved in setting their own IEP
goals, they experience a greater sense of self-efficacy and
are more likely to display behaviors to attain those self-
identified goals (Wehmeyer, Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, &
Martin, 2000).

For example, in one study, three students with emotional/
behavioral disorders were taught self-advocacy by learning
how to introduce their IEP meeting, review past goals, dis-
cuss future goals, and close the IEP meeting (Snyder &
Shapiro, 1997). Two of the three students demonstrated sig-
nificant improvement in the self-advocacy skills they were

taught, and learning these self-regulating behaviors decreased
their problem behaviors.

When students are involved actively in their IEP meet-
ings, they take more ownership of their educational experi-
ence. Quite simply, they are more motivated to work on IEP
goals they helped to develop (Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes,
1998). Student participation in IEP meetings personalizes
the information shared and the atmosphere of the meeting.
Mason, McGahee-Kovac, and Johnson (2004) studied more
than 100 high school students with mild disabilities who had
been provided six instructional sessions to prepare them to
lead their upcoming 1EP meetings. The findings revealed
that the students were more involved in their own [EP meet-
ings, knew about their disability rights and accommaoda-
tions, and were more self-confident. Parental participation
increased, and general education teachers participating in
these student-led 1EP meetings indicated that the students
interacted more positively with adults and were more aware
of their limitations and the resources available to them.

In a review of several self-advocacy instructional studies
of students with learning disabilities transitioning from sec-
ondary to postsecondary education, Merchant and Gajar
(1997) found that these students had a greater ability to name
accommodations needed in college, to role-play appropriate
behaviors, and to ask for help from a friend or classmate. Stu-
dents with self-advocacy skills are more confident in their abil-
ity to take charge of important life decisions (Zhang, 2001).

By &

Self-Advocacy Instruction Is Not Occurring

Given the importance of self-advocacy training, the leg-
islative mandates, and the positive impact on post-school
transition into adult life, it would be reasonable to assume
that self-advocacy training of students with disabilities is a
high priority and a prevalent practice in P-12 schools.
Unfortunately, the opposite is the case. Although when sur-
veyed, teachers and administrators placed high value on
self-advocacy and self-determination skills, the research
indicates that students are typically unfamiliar with their
IEP and are not active participants in their own [EP meetings
(Snyder & Shapiro, 1997; Test, Mason, et al., 2004).

As an example, Agran, Snow, and Swaner (1999) surveyed
100 middle school and high school special education teach-
ers, transition specialists, job coaches, administrators, and
other school personnel who serve students with mental retar-
dation or developmental disabilities. From the 100 distributed
surveys. 69 were completed and returned. When the survey
respondents were asked, “How important is self-determina-
tion as a curricular area?” 42% rated it as “very important”
and 35% as between medium and highest priority. Of these
same respondents, 55% indicated that self-determination
skills were not included in their student IEPs. Further, more
than half of the respondents (59%) stated that discussing the



need to be self-determined with their students was not
important.

In conducting a content analysis of 136 IEPs for students
with mental retardation, Wehmeyer and Schwartz (1998)
identified 895 transition goals in those 1EPs but found no
self-determination skills listed. In another study by
Wehmeyer and his colleagues, only 22% of secondary-level
teachers reported writing self-determination goals in IEPs
for their students (Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes, 2000).
Lancaster, Schumaker, and Deshler (2002) cited several
research studies that concluded that a majority of secondary
students with disabilities had never talked to a teacher about
their learning problems and that the students relied on their
parents and special education teacher to advocate for them.

If students attended their own IEP meetings they rarely
made positive comments about themselves or suggested
goals to include in their IEPs. Although most students attend
their own IEP meetings. many students are not informed
about the purpose of the meeting, they are not prepared in
any systematic manner for the meeting, and they do not con-
tribute any IEP goals (Agran, Blanchard, & Wehmeyer, 2000).

Further evidence that self-advocacy instruction is lacking
in most P-12 schools is the mounting research lindings that
students are leaving P—12 schools unable to function as their
own advocates (Izzo, Hertzfeld, & Aaron, 2001: Torgerson,
Miner, & Shen, 2004). As Martin, Marshall, and Maxson
(1993) noted: “After exiting school, many former special
education students can’t plan their future, remain unem-
ployed or underemployed, and experience a quality of life
remarkably different from their nondisabled peers” (p. 53).

In a study that measured the self-determination of 80 stu-
dents with cognitive and learning disabilities one year after
these students left high school, Wehmeyer and Schwartz
(1997) found a consistent trend that students who were pro-
vided with self-determination instruction in school were
doing better (higher quality of life in terms of employment,
living arrangements, and social and community inclusion)
than their peers who had not been given this instruction.

A result of inadequate or nonexistent self-advocacy train-
ing is that students with disabilities face negative transi-
tional outcomes after they leave school. A demand for edu-
cational accountability has spawned numerous studies
investigating the quality and impact of special education
programming on student performance upon leaving school
(Katsiyannis, Zhang, Woodruff, & Dixon, 2005, Wagner,
Kutash, Duchnowski, & Epstein, 2005; Wagner, Kutash,
Duchnowski, Epstein, & Sumi, 2005).

Two major longitudinal studies have been funded in the
past several years by the U.S. Department of Education to
gather data on the experiences of special education students
as they transitioned from elementary schools to secondary
schools and, ultimately, post-school environments. These

two studies are the Special Education Elementary Longitu-
dinal Study (SEELS) and the National Longitudinal Transi-
tion Study—2 (NLTS2). This outcomes research has been
concerned with the educational, occupational, social, and
independent living status of students with disabilities after
leaving school. In a review of this special education out-
comes research, Fiedler and Clark (2008) summarized the
key findings, stating that many studies reveal that special
education graduates are: (a) not employed. (b) not living on
their own, (¢) not integrated into their communities, and (d)
not very satisfied with their lives.

Students with disabilities require explicit instruction in
self-advocacy skills. The problem is the lack of an extensive
research-to-practice gap in most P12 schools. Although
numerous self-advocacy and self-determination curricula
are available, along with a plethora of research assessing the
efficacy of self-advocacy training, students with disabilities
are not learning how to advocate for themselves and, in par-
ticular, how to lead their own IEP meetings. This lack of
self-advocacy instruction was captured by Martin, Marshall,
Maxson, and Jerman (1993), who noted:

If students floated in life jackets for 12 years, would they be
expected to swim if the jackets were suddenly jerked away?
Probably not. The situation is similar for students receiving
special education services. All too often these students are
not taught how to self-manage their own lives before they
are thrust into the cold water of post-school reality. (p. 4)

A number of barriers to teaching self-advocacy skills
have been identified. including (Karvonen, Test, Wood,
Browder, & Algozzine, 2004):

* inadequate teacher training;

* lack of teacher initiative or authority to incorporate
self-advocacy instruction into the curriculums

* increasing accountability demands and high-stakes
testing that have narrowed the curriculum and
placed the educational focus on teaching traditional
academic subjects;

* increasing demands on teacher time, resulting in
insufficient instructional time for self-advocacy
training; and

* lack of systematic commitment to a lengthy change
process required to engage in new educational
initiatives.

These concerns are addressed next.

RESEARCH-TO-PRACTICE GAP

As documented above. there is a substantial need for
self-advocacy training for students with disabilities. Fur-
ther, numerous research studies have demonstrated the effi-
cacy of self-advocacy training in promoting more positive
postsecondary and transitional outcomes for students with
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disabilities. Research further reveals that special education
teachers are not devoting instructional time to teaching their
students self-advocacy skills or how to lead and participate
in their own IEP meetings effectively. Some of the primary
reasons for this persistent divide between research findings
about best educational practices and the actual instructional
experiences of students with disabilities are considered in
the following discussion.

Traditional Special Education Instructional Model

Historically, special education and transition programs
have been predicated on an instructional model in which
teachers exert full control and responsibility for making edu-
cational decisions and determining IEP goals (Agran, Blan-
chard, & Wehmeyer, 2000). This perspective places students
with disabilities in the passive role of recipient of decisions
made by their teachers and parents. Indeed, the foundation
of special education is applied behavior analysis, which pro-
motes an instructional approach wherein the teacher imple-
ments an intervention to change a student’s behavior
(Alberto & Troutman, 2006).

The teacher is the causal agent for students’ behavioral
change. Student compliance becomes the key behavior to
other positive behaviors and learning (DiAdamo, 2005).
Thus, students have learned to wait for others to decide what
to do. Students with disabilities have become prompt-depen-
dent (Agran, Snow, & Swaner, 1999). After several years of
this educational history, students with disabilities not sur-
prisingly believe they have little control and decision-making
authority over their lives. Merchant and Gajar (1997) noted:

In many ways the educational system, from which these stu-
dents have emerged, has perpetuated a false sense of depen-
dency. For years students with disabilities have been depen-
dent on teachers, support staff and parents to make
decisions, evaluate performance and serve as their advocate.
(p. 224)

Although making choices, taking risks, having control over
postsecondary school outcomes, and assuming responsibil-
ity for personal actions are valued societal goals, most stu-
dents with disabilities are not taught these skills and, conse-
quently, become adults who are overly dependent on others
(Mithaug. 1996).

In addition to the special education instructional perspec-
tive just described are other barriers that hinder self-advo-
cacy instruction for students with disabilities:

I. The medical model is still prevalent within our society
and schools, with the accompanying view that students
with disabilities are approached from a deficit perspec-
tive and are provided with few choice-making oppor-
tunities (Abery, 1995). Individuals with disabilities
must be provided with explicit instruction in making
choices as an element of effective problem solving.

2. Students with disabilities are often the victims of a
self-fulfilling prophecy holding that they are not
capable of becoming self-advocates or leading their
own IEP meetings and, thus, are not provided with
those instructional opportunities (Wehmeyer, Agran,
& Hughes, 1998).

3. Accommodations are rarely in place to support stu-
dents with disabilities in serving as self-advocates.
For example, IEP meetings tend to be fast-paced ses-
sions in which school personnel feel under pressure
to complete the meeting in a timely manner. This
self-imposed constraint is not conducive to encour-
aging or supporting active student participation.

4. Many educators believe that the educational plan-
ning process is too complex for students with dis-
abilities to understand and to make reasonable and
informed decisions (Wehmeyer, Agran, & Hughes,
1998). Students with disabilities are often denied the
“dignity of risk™ to learn from their own decisions,
whether those decisions be good or bad. They are not
viewed as being agents with their own lives or as
being competent to engage in self-advocacy (Grover,
2005). Some professionals even view the assertive-
ness associated with self-advocacy as a negative edu-
cational outcome in keeping with the student com-
pliance roots of special education (Traustadottir, 2006).

Standards-Based Educational Reform and
High-Stakes Testing

Another significant obstacle to adequate attention to self-
advocacy instruction for students with disabilities revolves
around the increased demand for school accountability
fueled by standards-based educational reform and high-
stakes testing. Beginning with IDEA 1997, states were
required to include students with disabilities in district and
statewide academic achievement assessments (Perner,
2007). Although this was a laudable goal in terms of estab-
lishing higher academic expectations and increasing expo-
sure to the general education curriculum, several unintended
consequences have been detrimental to the long-term educa-
tional outcomes for students with disabilities.

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, in its
efforts to close the achievement gap between general educa-
tion students and other educationally disadvantaged groups
(e.g.. students with disabilities, students from low socioeco-
nomic groups, students of color, and students with limited
English proficiency), has created several considerable chal-
lenges for educators (Sorrentino & Zirkel, 2004). With
NCLB mandates, states are required to (a) establish content
standards in reading/language arts, math, and science for all
students, (b) develop assessments to measure student acade-
mic performance in those content standards, and (c) define




adequate yearly progress for each school and school district
(Turnbull, Turnbull, Erwin, & Soodak, 2006). The ultimate
goal of NCLB is for every student to meet proficiency in
state content standards in reading/language arts, math, and
science by the end of the 2013-14 school year.

There is a basic conflict between IDEA, with its focus on
the needs of individual students, and the NCLB's emphasis on
school, district, and state accountability monitoring (Sor-
rentino & Zirkel, 2004). With the pressure of NCLB account-
ability, schools will prioritize academic content that is
assessed in statewide adequate yearly progress exams. Sor-
rentino and Zirkel speculated that “while it is not clear how
this will affect students with disabilities, there is bound to be
conflict between instruction designed to improve test scores
and instruction separately formulated for students’ IEPs™ (p.
28). This accountability and high-stakes testing climate estab-
lished by NCLB will narrow the curriculum for students with
disabilities to only core academic content areas and at the
same time limit the curricular attention to more functional
skills such as self-advocacy instruction (Nelson, McGhee,
Meno, & Slater, 2007; Wehmeyer & Schalock, 2001).

Thus, NCLB, with its attendant focus on access to the
general education curriculum, threatens the underlying con-
cept of individualization within the IDEA. High-stakes
accountability testing, as opposed to the student’s individual
needs, is increasingly driving curricular and instructional
decisions. In addition to narrowing the curriculum, a nega-
tive outcome of the NCLB mandates on students with dis-
abilities is a similar narrowing of how student success is
conceived and measured (Nelson, McGhee, Meno. & Slater,
2007). That is, standardized test scores become the only
valid measure of a student’s performance.

Students with disabilities are assessed at their grade level,
independent of their level of instruction. Therefore, as noted
by Sorrentino and Zirkel (2004), a fifth-grade student in spe-
cial education must take the NCLB academic content
assessment at that grade level even if the student is receiving
instruction at the third-grade level per the student’s TEP. Stu-
dents’ success is limited to attaining proficiency on the state
academic content standards even though the special educa-
tion student may be making sufficient progress according to
his or her individualized IEP goals.

When performance evaluations are not linked directly to a
student’s IEP goals, a serious question arises about the rele-
vancy of the assessment process. A student’s IEP should have
a direct connection between assessment information and daily
instruction. When the curriculum and assessment procedures
are narrowed, there is no direct connection to teaching students
with disabilities more functionally oriented skills such as self-
advocacy. NCLB academic content assessments contribute to
teacher stress by infringing on teaching time that is relevant to
students’ IEP goals and instruction in functional skills.

Finally, in a review of how the NCLB has impacted edu-
cation reforms in Texas, Nelson, McGhee, Meno, and Slater
(2007) offered several recommendations to correct some of
the unintended consequences of the law on the education of
students with disabilities. In particular, two recommenda-
tions are relevant, given the concerns raised earlier.

1. Although high expectations and performance stan-
dards of all students are important, it is unrealistic to
expect that all students will achieve high perfor-
mance at the same time. Simply stated, not all stu-
dents should be expected to show the same high
degree of academic achievement, because there are
undeniable differences between students that cannot
be addressed by merely maintaining high expecta-
tions and accountability standards.

2. Standardized academic testing should not be the sole
way to assess academic performance. Nelson et al.
(2007) argue that the best indicator of learning
comes when students are asked to apply their knowl-
edge and skills in real-world situations. When pro-
vided with self-advocacy instruction, students’
knowledge and skills related to actual postschool
outcomes that enhance the quality of their lives
become the relevant measure of student performance
and success.

Self-determination skills are gained as a consequence of
experiences and opportunities in multiple environments
(Doll et al., 1994; Field, 1996). Limited opportunities to
practice these skills as they begin to take shape result in
inadequate development of self-determination (Wehmeyer,
Palmer, et al., 2000). Without opportunities to apply the
component skills of self-determination, students are more
likely to become passive and dependent and to feel inca-
pable of making choices and decisions (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Field and Hoffman, 2002; Sands & Doll, 1996). Negative
consequences such as learned helplessness can result when
children’s needs to acquire self-determination are not satis-
fied (Seligman, 1975: Sutherland & Singh, 2004).

In addition, scholars have determined that the potential
for self-determination exists within all people with disabili-
ties, regardless of their age or the severity or type of disabil-
ity (Abery & Stancliffe, 1994; Sands & Doll, 1996). The
development of self-determination skills, however, has been
limited in educational practices (Agran & Hughes, 2005).
Knowing the importance of self-determination and self-
advocacy and recognizing the barriers that teachers face in
their efforts to prepare their students for success beyond the
classroom, we have examined resources and approaches to
promote the development of self-advocacy skills and will
highlight some models, curricula, and strategies that teach-
ers can use to help their students become self-advocates.
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CURRICULA AND INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES
FOR DEVELOPING SELF-ADVOCACY SKILLS

Several approaches to developing self-advocacy skills are
available for teachers to use, many of which require little train-
ing or expense. These include person-centered planning, self-
advocacy curricula, and a variety of instructional strategies.
Additional elements essential for the successful development
of self-advocacy skills involve personal, environmental, and
systemic variables. Each of these will be described in turn.

Person-Centered Planning

Person-centered planning is vision-based and relies on
collaboration to identify hopes, interests, needs, and goals of
a person with disabilities (Keyes & Owens-Johnson, 2003).
In this method, a team, including the person with a disabil-
ity, comes together to discuss issues. hopes, and dreams, to
problem-solve, and to generate resources to improve the
individual’s quality of life. This type of planning was not
designed to serve the same purpose as an IEP meeting, but
the collaborative nature of person-centered planning meet-
ings provides a useful example, and much of the information
discussed can be used to address [EP issues (Blue-Banning,
Turnbull, & Pereira, 2000).

As noted earlier, demands on teachers’ time preclude
many nonmandated activities. Consequently, person-cen-
tered planning is not practiced widely with school-aged
individuals, Nevertheless, curricular approaches for promot-
ing self-advocacy can improve IEP meetings and foster the
development of self-determination and self-advocacy skills
from primary through secondary grades.

Self-Advocacy Curricula

Self-advocacy curricula tend to be directed to secondary
students, but subcomponent skills should be explicitly
taught at all age levels (Wehmeyer, Palmer, et al., 2000).
Common skills that should be addressed include knowledge
of self, knowledge of rights, perspective taking (including
negotiation skills and compromise). communication skills,
listening skills, and goal setting (Test, Fowler, Wood,
Brewer, & Eddy, 2005). Initially, a certain maturity level
seems to be necessary to practice these skills: however, each
concept should be taught in authentic settings whenever
those “teachable moments™ arise. regardless of the student’s
age. Several self-advocacy curricula will be reviewed briefly.
ChoiceMaker Self-Determination Transition Curriculum

ChoiceMaker teaches self-determination skills validated
for successful transition from school to post-school settings
(Martin & Marshall, 1995). The curriculum is based on
seven self-determination constructs:

1. Self-awareness
2. Self-advocacy

(5]

. Self-efficacy

Decision making

. Independent performance
6. Self-evaluation

7. Adjustment

S

The curriculum consists of three sections, each of which
contains teaching goals, lessons, and an assessment tool.

Section One (Choosing Goals): Students learn how to
articulate their personal interests, skills, limits, and
goals in different self-selected transition areas such
as employment, secondary education, housing and
daily living, and community participation.

Section Two (Expressing Goals): Students learn the skills
to manage their I[EP meetings and how to publicly
describe what they learned about themselves in
choosing the goals lessons.

Section Three (Taking Action): Students learn how to
engage in long-term planning and goal setting. Specif-
ically, students are taught to set standards for goal per-
formance, gather performance feedback, develop moti-
vational strategies to accomplish their goals, employ
strategies in reaching their goals. seek needed supports,
and develop a schedule for goal achievement.

The ChoiceMaker curriculum was field-tested with stu-
dents with behavioral and learning disabilities across
several school districts (Martin & Marshall, 1995).

Whose Future Is It Anyway?

Wehmeyer and Lawrence (1995) developed a student-
directed transition planning curriculum, Whose Future Is It
Anyway?, for adolescents with cognitive and developmental
disabilities. This curriculum consists of 36 sessions, in
which students are taught transition planning by addressing
. self and disability awareness,

. decision making,

. identifying and accessing community resources,

. writing and evaluating transition goals,

. communicating effectively in small groups, and

. developing skills to become an effective team member.

R L O

(o]

Students with adequate reading and writing skills can com-
plete this curriculum independently; others will require sup-
port to navigate through the curricular materials. Each of the
six skill areas identified above contains a variety of learning
activities. Students are taught the DO IT! decision-making
process:

Define the problem.

Outline your options.

I dentify the outcome of each option.

Take action. Get excited!




This curriculum was field-tested with 60 high school stu-
dents with cognitive disabilities (Wehmeyer & Lawrence,
[995). The results revealed that students felt more confident
in participating in their own educational planning meetings,
and students and teachers both provided positive feedback
about the training process.

Next S.T.E.P.: Student Transition and
Educational Planning

This transition planning curriculum consists of 16
lessons grouped into four units (Halpern et al., 1997).
Lessons include teacher and student materials, videos, sug-
gestions for family involvement, and procedures for moni-
toring student progress.

Unit 1 (Getting Started): Provides an overview of the

transition planning process.

Unit 2 (Self-Exploration and Self-Evaluation): Focuses
on student self-evaluation skills. Students are taught
to identify their strengths, weaknesses, and support
needs. Students complete a transition skills inventory
that helps them assess their skills in four transition
areas: personal life, jobs, education and training, and
living independently.

Unit 3 (Developing Goals and Activities): Includes lessons
on identifying goals related to the four transition areas
assessed in the transition skills inventory in Unit 2,

Unit 4 (Putting a Plan Into Place): Prepares students for
their transition planning meeting. This curriculum
has been field-tested successfully and validated with
more than 1,000 students with disabilities,

TAKE CHARGE for the Future
The Take Charge program advances adolescents’ self-

determination and transition planning through skill facilita-
tion, mentoring, peer support, and parent support (Powers,

1996). It teaches three major skill areas for taking charge of

one’s future:

I. Achievement skills
2. Partnership skills
3. Coping skills

Students in this program are matched with successful adults
who experienced similar challenges and share common
interests. Learning activities incorporate peer support and
enhance parental support through curricular materials.

Self-Advocacy Strategy for Education and
Transition Planning (I-PLAN)

This self-advocacy curriculum combines student-led
IEP meetings and self-advocacy instruction (Van Reusen,
Bos, Schumaker, & Deshler, 1994). Students are taught the

self-advocacy instructional strategy (I- PLAN), consisting
of five steps or skills:

Inventory your strengths, areas of needed improvement,

and learning needs.

Provide your inventory information.

Listen and respond.

Ask questions.

Name your goals.

This curriculum has seven instructional stages:

I. Students are oriented to IEP meetings and transition
planning.

. Students are informed in greater detail about transi-
tion planning and the benefits of student participa-
tion in their own [EP meetings, and are introduced to
the I-PLAN steps.

3. The teacher models the I-PLAN steps. and the stu-

dents complete an individual inventory.

4. Students rehearse each step in verbal practice of the
I-PLAN.

5. Students engage in group practice as they simulate
an IEP meeting.

6. Students have the opportunity for individual practice
and feedback with the teacher: they self-evaluate their
own performance in demonstrating the I-PLAN steps.

7. Students work on generalizing the I-PLAN steps to
an actual IEP meeting.

[

Van Reusen and his colleagues (1994) have demonstrated
the efficacy of this program in enhancing student motivation
and participation in IEP meetings.

Instructional Strategies

Wehmeyer. Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, and Martin (2000)
developed a Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction in
which structured problem-solving discussions are used to help
students acquire self-advocacy skills using developmentally
appropriate activities. This instructional model consists of three
phases, and each instructional phase represents a problem for
students to solve by answering a series of four questions that
they learn, modify, and apply to reach their self-selected goals.

Phase 1: What is my goal?

To answer this question, students respond to the following
four questions:
What do 1 want to learn?
What do I know about it now?
What must change for me to learn what I don’t know?
What can I do to make this happen?

Phase 2: What is my plan?
The four relevant questions related to this activity are:
What can 1 do to learn what I don’t know?
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What could keep me from taking action?
What can I do to remove these barriers?
When will I take action?

Phase 3: What have I learned?
The corresponding set of questions for this phase are:
What actions have [ taken?
What barriers have been removed?
What has changed about what I don’t know?
Do I know what I want to know?

Throughout this three-phase instructional model, stu-
dents are taught the essential self-advocacy skill of problem
solving. Students learn how to systematically identify a
problem, solutions to a problem, barriers to their problem
solving, and consequences of each potential solution. The
research-based instructional strategies and curricula have
several instructional elements in common that have been
effective in teaching self-advocacy skills to students with
disabilities: explicit instruction of the necessary skills, role
playing to practice newly learned self-advocacy skills, and
frequent opportunities to use student self-advocacy skills.
We offer a number of suggestions to provide ample learning
opportunities for students to practice self-advocacy skills in
daily classroom routines.

STRATEGIES FOR INTEGRATING
SELF-ADVOCACY INSTRUCTION INTO
DAILY CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

As maintained in this article, the gap between research on
self-advocacy instruction and the actual practice of teaching
students with disabilities these skills must be narrowed or
eliminated. Sometimes teachers do not see the implications
of research findings for their classrooms (Test, Browder,
Karvonen, Wood, & Algozzine, 2002). Or special education

teachers are overwhelmed with an ever-expanding list of

roles and responsibilities (Conderman & Katsiyannis, 2002).

For these reasons, special education teachers must be
given tools and strategies to readily translate research find-
ings into instructional practices in the most efficient and
effective manner. Here we provide examples of instructional
strategies that teachers can employ, incorporating self-advo-
cacy instruction into daily classroom lessons and activities.

Translating Research Findings Into Lesson Plans

Self-advocacy instruction involves a number of teachable
components, of which those discussed most frequently in
the research literature include

* choice/decision making,

* goal setting,

* problem solving,

« self-evaluation/management.

» self-advocacy skills,

« planning and participating in [EP meetings, and
» self-awareness.

Test and his colleagues provide special education teachers
with a tool or process for translating findings from research
articles into lesson plans (Test, Browder, Karvonen, Wood,
& Algozzine, 2002). Each lesson plan includes five ele-
ments: objective, setting and materials, content taught,
teaching procedures, and evaluation methods. For each les-
son plan element, Test et al. discuss how to find relevant
information within a research article.

For example, the objective(s) for a research article lesson
plan is determined from the purpose or hypothesis of the
study. Information for the lesson plan’s setting and materi-
als can usually be found within research article sections
labeled as “Setting,” “Materials,” or “Procedures.” For the
content taught, the “Materials™ section of a research article
typically describes the instructional content of the interven-
tion. So that research studies may be replicated, the re-
searchers normally describe their reaching procedures in
considerable detail. This information usually is found in a
section labeled “Procedures,” transferred readily to a lesson
plan format with adequate information on how to set up the
classroom instruction. Finally, for the lesson plan compo-
nent on evaluation methods, a research study will describe
how the “Dependent Variables™ were assessed. The depen-
dent variables represent the data collected by the researchers
to determine if their intervention was elfective.

Teachers should attempt to assess their students’ self-
advocacy skills in role play and, ultimately, real situations in
which students will be called upon to demonstrate a specific
self-advocacy skill. This process provides a direct bridge
between research and practice. Several examples of self-
advocacy lesson plans, curricular, and assessment materials
are provided in the websites listed in Figure 1.

Integrating Self-Advocacy Instruction

Self-advocacy skills can be taught successfully within
regular subject content areas, as opposed to a separate
instructional activity on self-advocacy, so academic skill
development is not sacrificed for functional skills instruc-
tion. As an example. Konrad, Helf, and Itoi (2007) offer
practical strategies to promote both self-determination and
literacy skills through the use of children’s and adolescent
literature. A growing list of children’s literature features
characters with disabilities (e.g., bibliotherapy) that have
been used to enhance social skills (Cartledge & Kiarie,
2001), self-awareness (Ford, 2000), problem solving (Har-
ris, 1991), cognitive development (Borders & Paisley,
1992), and self-concept (Sridhar & Vaughn, 2000).
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- http://www.uncc.edu/sdsp/self_advocacy/self
advocacy.asp?FileName=project_description&Title
Banner=Projectinformation

This is the website of the Self-Advocacy Synthesis Project at
the University of North Carolina Charlotte, a project funded
in 2002 by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Spe-
cial Education Programs. It contains a multitude of useful
materials, including a directory of model school programs
promoting self-advocacy skills for students with disabilities,
an extensive literature review of research studies on self-
advocacy, lesson plans, curricular materials, and self-advo-
cacy-related links.

+ http://web.uccs.edu/education/special/self
determination/

The Center for Self-Determination at the University of
Colorado at Colorado Springs is a model demonstration
and outreach project funded by the U.S. Department of
Education, Office of Special Education Programs. This
website contains a list of self-determination curricula and
materials, the ChoiceMaker Self-Determination Curriculum
and lessons (available for purchase from SoprisWest.com),
a bibliography on self-determination research and literature,
and relevant links.

* http//www.beachcenter.org/education_and_training/
self-determination.aspx
The Beach Center on Disability at the University of Kansas
is a research and dissemination institute dedicated to pro-
moting better understanding and quality of life for individuals
with disabilities and their families. One of the Center's core
research missions is self-determination. This website offers
a variety of self-determination instructional materials. For
example, you can access books and guides to assist parents

in teaching self-determination skills to their young children
with disabilities. The site includes practical guides to teach-
ing self-determination skills, curricular materials for adoles-
cents, and current research projects. The ARC's Self-Deter-
mination Scale is available at this site, a 72-item student
self-report measure of self-determination designed for use
by adolescents with cognitive disabilities. There are articles
on how to promote self-determination skills and student sto-
ries about becoming self-determined.

+ www.ldpride.net/selfadvocacy.htm

This website contains the LD Self-Advocacy Manual, which
provides information on how to teach students about learn-
ing disabilities, their legal rights, IEPs, steps to becoming an
effective advocate, and planning for the future after high school.

* www.postitt.org/activities/unit01/Section1.pdf
This website has lesson activities that teach students about
their disability, how their disability affects learning, how they
learn best, what accommodations they need, and how to
prepare for their IEP meeting.

* http:/fvkasa.org

Kids as Self Advocates (KASA), a national project of Family
Voices, is a national grassroots project created by youth with
disabilities. The site provides stories written by students with
disabilities. In addition, it has a resources section on civil rights
and advocacy, education, health, work, dating and relation-
ships, and disability history and culture. There is a section
for student poetry and art and an online discussion forum.

+ www.coe.ufl.edu/Centers/TransitionCenter/
www/doc/other/Self-Determination_Models.pdf

This document provides a list of self-determination curricula.

FIGURE 1
Websites for Self-Advocacy

Konrad et al. (2007) recommend a number of children’s
books for promoting self-determination skills, with a
description of the class learning activity, the self-determina-
tion and literacy skills addressed. and accommodations/
supports for students with disabilities. A number of instruc-
tional examples for promoting the following self-determina-
tion skills of self-awareness, problem solving and decision
making, goal setting and self-management, and self-advocacy
are provided. These suggestions are summarized below.

Self-Awareness

* Students compare and contrast their own disabilities
with the disability of a book character.

* Students compare and contrast their feelings about re-
ceiving special services with those of a book character,

* Students write present level of performance state-
ments describing their strengths and needs compared
to those of a book character.

Problem Solving and Decision Making
* Teacher discusses a conflict faced by a book character
and students brainstorm possible solutions.
* Teacher fosters a discussion on how students could
employ a problem-solving process to their real-life sit-
uations.

Goal Setting and Self-Management
* Teacher asks students for examples of appropriate
goals for a book character based upon what students
know about the character’s strengths, weaknesses, and
needs.
* Students discuss what self-management strategies
might be helpful to a book character.

Self-Advocacy
* Students write a letter to a book character’s teacher.
arguing for specific accommodations or services.
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= Students role-play situations from a book in which
self-advocacy skills are required.

As discussed previously, students with disabilities typi-
cally encounter curricular and instructional approaches that
perpetuate their dependence on teachers who make all of the
classroom decisions. This student passivity is the antithesis
of self-advocacy/self-determination. Literature circles pro-
vide an opportunity for students to engage in learning
activities that promote self-determination (Blum, Lipsett, &
Yocom, 2002). Literature circles are small (usually 4-6 stu-
dents) temporary discussion groups composed of students
who are reading the same short story, book, poem, or article.

Each student in a literature circle is assigned a different
role in preparation for the discussion. Examples of student
roles are discussion leader, vocabulary enricher, illustrator,
connector, researcher, character captain, and conflict
catcher. In this instructional activity, students take more
responsibility for their own learning. As Blum et al. noted,
“Self-determination is a byproduct of literature circles, and
it promotes decision making, problem solving, and self-
assessment” (p. 101).

Special education teachers instill self-advocacy skills by
offering students choices in their assignments and instruc-
tional formats (e.g., independent seatwork, computer, peer
tutoring. cooperative learning). This provides students with
plenty of daily practice in choice making. problem solving,
decision making, and independence. Students learn behav-
ioral autonomy under these learning conditions. Price,
Wolensky, and Mulligan (2002) offer several examples of
instructional practices that enhance self-determination skills:

+ Translate classroom learning to real-world settings

through community-based service learning projects.

» Incorporate students’ life experiences in learning

activities.
» Structure teaching and learning to be more problem-
oriented.

» Anticipate future adult roles and responsibilities of
students and incorporate that information into learn-
ing activities.

* Encourage mutual responsibility and goal setting
between the teacher and students.

« Assist students in identifying their strengths and sup-
port needs.

« Promote intrinsic behavioral self-management skills
as opposed to extrinsic reward systems.

 Infuse student choice throughout the school day.

Use of Interactive Hypermedia

Recognizing the challenge that special education teachers
face in finding sufficient instructional time to teach self-
advocacy skills, Lancaster, Schumaker, and Deshler (2002)

developed and researched the efficacy of an interactive hyper-
media (IH) computer program consisting of six self-paced
student lessons. Each lesson contains text with audio expla-
nations and brief video clips of student instructors describing
and modeling the self-advocacy instructional strategy. In the
efficacy study of the IH computer program, 22 high school
students with high-incidence disabilities were assigned ran-
domly to one of three groups: comparison or no instruction
(six students), live instruction (eight students), and interactive
hypermedia (eight students). Teacher instructional time per
each student in the TH group averaged about an hour. Student
learning time in the IH group was approximately 3 hours.

Efficacy of the IH computer program was determined by
assessing student knowledge of the self-advocacy instruc-
tional strategy. students’ use of the strategy during an 1EP
meeting, number of student-generated IEP goals, student
and teacher satisfaction with the IH computer program, and
the required teacher instructional time. Research results
demonstrated effectiveness of the IH computer program
across all of the above dependent measures.

The six IH lessons included an Introduction, SHARE,
Inventory, PLAN, Model Conferences, and Review. The
SHARE lesson taught students the importance of the fol-
lowing IEP meeting behaviors:

Sit up straight.

Have a pleasant tone of voice.

A ctivate your thinking.

Relax.

Engage in eye contact.

Once students learn the SHARE behaviors, they are taught
the steps and skills in the Self-Advocacy Strategy program
(I-PLAN) (Van Reusen, Bos, Schumaker, & Deshler, 1994)
discussed in the previous section. Similar lessons were used
to teach four elementary students to lead their IEP meetings.

CASE STUDIES

The literature reviewed for this article has noted consis-
tently that one of the most common opportunities for stu-
dents to practice their self-advocacy skills is to participate in
their individualized education program (IEP) meetings.
Although the occurrence of student-led TEP meetings has
increased somewhat at the secondary level, secondary teach-
ers are finding that students’ lack of awareness of the pur-
pose and importance of the IEP is a barrier to convincing the
students to become involved in their meetings.

It has been suggested that students begin to participate in
their IEP meetings while they are in elementary school. Fol-
lowing is a description of four students in grades 4., 5, and 6
who successfully led their I[EP meetings. We present these
case studies to illuminate some of the factors discussed thus
far. We (a) identify underestimated self-advocacy skills in
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young children, (b) explain materials and training used to
prepare them to lead their IEP meetings, (c¢) describe the
self-advocacy skills used during IEP meetings, and (d)
examine the challenges and lessons learned.

Underestimating and Identifying Self-Advocacy Skills

As we described earlier, a foundation of special educa-
tion instruction has been the applied behavior analysis
model of intervention, which tends to create dependency
and learned helplessness. In addition, the medical model/
deficit perspective has led teachers and parents to believe
that students who are not able to follow simple directions,
hand in homework assignments on time, or exhibit positive
social skills surely would have nothing to contribute to the
complex IEP process. More recent research, however, has
demonstrated that people with disabilities are capable of
attaining some degree of self-determination and that these
skills should be promoted throughout a student’s develop-
ment (Abery & Stancliffe, 1994; Sands & Doll, 1996). This
examination of four elementary students and their experi-
ences in preparing for and leading their IEP meetings illus-
trates the potential, procedures, and possibilities of promot-
ing self-advocacy skills at a young age.

The four students involved in these case studies were all
Caucasian—three males and one female. At the time, Kevin
was 10 years old and in fourth grade, Carrie was age 11, in
fifth grade. Nathan, age 13, and Nic, age 12, were in sixth
grade. Each student was included as a member of his or her
general education class and received pullout services in spe-
cial education resource rooms. All of them had developed
some self-advocacy skills prior to being trained to lead their
IEP meetings, as described below.

Kevin

Kevin was referred to special education in third grade and
was found to have a specific learning disability (SLD) in
written language. At the time of this intervention, he was in
fourth grade and usually left his classroom during language
arts period to receive services from the SLD teacher in the
resource room. He worked on writing fluency, spelling, and
reading, even though written language was the only goal on
his IEP. On some days the special education teacher worked
with Kevin in the fourth-grade classroom to help him com-
plete writing assignments from his fourth-grade teacher.

Prior to leading his [EP meeting, Kevin displayed foun-
dational skills for self-advocacy (e.g., self-knowledge, prob-
lem solving). as described by Test, Fowler, et al. (2005).
Before explicit instruction he was able to identify his own
weaknesses as being problems with memory and difficulty
in writing. He explained that although he wrote his assign-
ments in his notebook, he often forgot to take the proper
books home to complete assignments. He also explained that

he took a long time to copy things from the board because he
had to keep looking back to remind him what it said and also
how to spell the words. He expressed concern about having
to write long explanations in problem-solving activities.
During one of the training lessons, this fourth-grade boy
was asked to make suggestions for accommodations that the
general educator could use to help him learn. He said he
would like the teacher to provide study guides for tests,
teach test-taking skills, break down writing assignments into
smaller tasks, and ask students questions about what they
understand and where they need more information.

Carrie

Carrie came to her current foster home at the beginning
of fifth grade. She had lived in residential treatment and fos-
ter care since the courts terminated her parents’ rights when
she was very young. When she first came to live with this
family, Carrie was taking several medications for a number
of emotional and behavior disorders. She had been diag-
nosed with fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS). A few other diag-
noses, such as attention deficit disorder and bipolar disorder,
had not been confirmed or ruled out at the time of this expe-
rience. After a few months of consistent positive behavior
management, Carrie’s foster mother and doctors had suc-
cessfully reduced the number of medications needed to con-
trol her behavior to two medications.

The adults in this study described Carrie as having a gen-
uinely caring nature, a good heart, and a good sense of
humor. Her teachers said her reading skills were at about a
first-grade level. Carrie had problems with controlling her
anger and frequently used negative self-talk. Her teachers
explained that she worked eagerly on tasks that she could
follow easily but became easily frustrated and angry when-
ever academic tasks became challenging. She also stole
things such as small toys from her classmates. Nevertheless,
she was included in a fifth-grade general education class-
room, where she participated in most class activities. Twice
each day she went to the special education resource room
for individualized instruction in reading and written lan-
guage. She also used the resource room as needed for behav-
ioral support. Carrie’s IEP goal areas included anger man-
agement, task completion, and reading and written language
skills.

Although Carrie possessed rudimentary self-advocacy
skills such as being able to identify her own likes. dislikes,
strengths, and weaknesses, she demonstrated an external
locus of control regarding her recent skill development. She
attributed her improvements to her new teacher rather than
to her own efforts. In Carrie’s words, “She helps me more
[than the teacher I had last year].” Like Kevin, Carrie iden-
tified needs consistent with her current IEP and descriptions
from her teachers and foster mother.
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Nathan

The third student to participate in his IEP meeting, 13-
year-old Nathan, was a sixth-grader who had been receiving
special education services since kindergarten. Because his
learning difficulties were attributed to physical illness, his
special education label was other health impaired (OHI). He
had received two liver transplants, the second only 2 years
ago. After the second transplant, his health vastly improved,
but because of his illness, he had missed a lot of school,
resulting in gaps in his academic and social skills. All of the
adults described him as being immature and too dependent
on adults.

Nathan’s parents and teachers described him as caring,
kind, cooperative, and friendly. They said he got along well
with his peers but was more of a follower than a leader in
cooperative group activities. They mentioned concerns re-
garding his organizational skills and taking responsibility for
basic things such as copying assignments from the board and
putting his books into his backpack without being reminded.
They all expressed a desire to see Nathan become more
autonomous. The parents and teachers stated that they would
like to see Nathan try to do things on his own first, then ask for
help if needed. Nathan’s homeroom teacher viewed him as not
being academically capable of doing sixth-grade work. She
stated. “It’s almost impossible for him to participate, especially
in social studies. It's just way over his head.”

Nathan worked with the developmental disabilities (DD)
teacher in the resource room for 2 hours each day, receiving
individualized instruction in reading and math. The rest of
the day he was included in the general education setting with
other sixth graders. His general education teachers adjusted
their instruction, assignments, and grading expectations for
him. Nathan listed gym, reading, and math as his favorite
subjects in school. He struggled with science but stated that
he enjoyed that class because of his teacher. The general
education teachers expressed concern that Nathan should
develop more personal responsibility. His homeroom teacher
said, “You just know what he's been through and you feel so
bad for him you want to help him, help him, help him, but
you don't want to help him to the point of being helpless.”
Nie

The fourth student, Nic, was on medication for attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and had a learning
disability in reading and written language. After his parents
were divorced when he was in first grade, he had moved six
times. In fifth grade he had trouble adjusting to the move,
but by sixth grade he was getting along well with his peers.
He liked to play football during recess, was on the wrestling
team, and had an excellent memory for sports trivia. His
math skills, too, were noted as one of his strengths. All of
the adults interviewed mentioned that Nic was capable of

completing sixth-grade-level work but that he struggled with
organization and following through with his responsibilities.
He did not complete homework assignments and turn them
in on time unless his special education teacher and his step-
mother checked up on him several times a day. Nic's parents
and teachers wanted him to become more self-motivated.
They viewed this as especially important before his going on
to junior high school, where more independence would be
expected.

Exhibiting self-awareness and self-evaluation, Nic identi-
fied math as his favorite subject. He said that he liked to do
computation problems and that he could figure math problems
related to football quickly. He revealed frequent struggles with
math story problems, though. He was able to describe his daily
schedule in sixth grade and said he liked doing projects in all
his classes. He noted, I wish we'd do projects every day
because I've done really good on them. Tests really bomb me.”
From his perspective, organization was the only thing he
needed to work on with his special education teachers.

Materials and Student Training

To prepare the students, training materials were created
from modified curricula used with secondary students (Mar-
tin & Marshall, 1995; Van Reusen & Bos, 1994; McGahee-
Kovach, 1995) and materials developed by the Florida
Department of Education (Cooper, Roder, Wichmanwoski,
& Yeretzian, 2004). The following topics were covered in
the lessons:

1. Introduction to the 1EP, purpose, content. and team

2. Identification of student’s strengths, needs, and
interests

3. Student self-evaluation of progress on current goals

4. Goal setting, and identification of helpful accommo-
dations and modifications

5. Creation of a script to use for participation in the IEP
meeting

6. Practicing for participation in the meeting

Many of the basic features of the curricula and strategies
described previously were implemented, at least in part, in
six 20-minute training lessons with each student. The sec-
ond author worked with the students individually: however,
most of these activities could be implemented with groups
of students.

During the first lesson the instructor explained that TEP
stands for individualized education program and that each
student who works with one of the special education teach-
ers has an [EP. Without going into detail regarding special
education categorical labels, we discussed why the student
was working with the special education teacher and looked
at a copy of the student’s current IEP. The instructor briefly
described the purpose of each section of the document. The
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student was asked to make a list of those he or she thought
were interested in his or her education and therefore should
attend the IEP meeting.

Using that list, each student filled out an invitation for the
people to be invited. The students each took responsibility
for delivering the invitations to the principal, their teachers,
and their parents. These students, who struggled to hand in
daily homework assignments, successfully filled out and
delivered every invitation in a timely manner.

In the second session we discussed subjects the student
was currently studying in school. We listed the classes and put
a star next to the student’s favorite class and a checkmark next
to the class the student said was most difficult. We discussed
the student’s likes, dislikes, interests, and needs. The purpose
of this lesson was to have the student practice self-awareness
and self-evaluation. At the end of the second session, the stu-
dent and the parent were each given questionnaires to com-
plete and return at the next session. Through the question-
naires, the parents and students identified the student’s
strengths and the parent’s concerns and suggested goals for
the new IEP. This information was used in discussions with
each student in subsequent sessions as applicable.

During the third session we looked at the student’s cur-
rent IEP. The instructor explained what was listed in “pre-
sent levels of performance™ and asked the student to evalu-
ate the accuracy of those IEP statements. We also read each
goal and discussed what progress had been made and if the
student thought the goal should be changed.

This discussion was continued during session four. In
that session we discussed what the student thought he or she
needed to do to be more successful in school. The instructor
asked the students to suggest additions and changes to their
goals, explained the concept of accommodations and modi-
fications, and asked the students what kinds of things their
teachers did that helped them achieve their goals.

During the fifth session the instructor and student discussed
the format of an IEP meeting. The instructor explained each
part of the meeting and asked the students what they might say
related to that topic, then wrote the student’s response in his or
her exact words. These notes were used to type a script for the
student to use at the IEP meeting. The script was given to the
student to practice before the last training session.

The sixth session was spent reading the script and prac-
ticing for the meeting by having each student predict what
comments the TEP team members would make at various
points throughout the meetings. It was important that the
student make good predictions so he or she would not be
surprised or embarrassed by issues that might be brought up.

Self-Advocacy Skills in Action

Throughout these student-led IEP meetings the four ele-
mentary students each exhibited several component skills of

self-advocacy including self-awareness, self-evaluation, prob-
lem solving, listening, and goal setting. A few days prior to
each IEP meeting, the instructor shared the meeting agenda
and the student’s script with the special education teacher to
allow her to check for accuracy in the order of the agenda and
contents of the script. Also, prior to each meeting the special
educators were told that they could fill in information or
encourage the student as needed throughout the meeting.

Each of the four student-led IEP meetings began in a
comfortable, relaxed atmosphere. The students were excited
and anxious, as evidenced in follow-up interviews with par-
ents, general education teachers, and the students them-
selves. Kevin's teacher described his anticipation of the
meeting in this way: “He looked forward to it all day. He'd
kind of watch the clock and then, after school, he said.
*Should T go with [the LD teacher]?”” He was so excited
about it and I guess the enthusiasm surprised me because 1
didn’t know it would be that exciting.”

As each meeting began, the special education teacher
handed out the agenda and the students each began by read-
ing introductions from their script as practiced in training.
All four students demonstrated beginning levels of self-
advocacy as they took the initiative to begin their meetings
with little or no prompting. The three boys introduced each
person in attendance. Carrie started by welcoming evervone,
introducing herself, and asking each person to introduce
himself or herself.

Following introductions, each student read from his or
her script. Kevin demonstrated his self-awareness and goal-
setting skills as he described his present levels of perfor-
mance and stated his first goal. Carrie started by explaining
her first IEP goal. The DD teacher had asked to have Nathan
begin by asking everyone to describe his strengths. Nic's
special education teacher had asked that Nic begin by going
through each section of the IEP form in the order printed.
Therefore, he started by explaining the first page of his IEP,

At the end of each student’s declaration, he or she asked
if anyone had anything to add. At that point, other members
of the IEP team offered comments regarding what the stu-
dent had just shared and sometimes asked the student ques-
tions. Throughout these discussions the students experi-
enced a sense of autonomy and self-efficacy as they
responded to questions and comments and added informa-
tion in meaningful ways.

In addition, each of the students deviated from their script
at appropriate times throughout the meeting and engaged in
essential problem-solving conversations. For example, Kevin
explained, “T found out something else. When I'm working on
writing fluency with print, I'm doing well. I think I need to
work on cursive.” The LD teacher agreed that they could work
on cursive. She said they would continue to use print for
spelling but would try cursive for writing words per minute.
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She noted that he should expect to backslide at first in mak-

ing the transition, but they would give it a try. Kevin asked if

he could work on cursive at home. His fourth-grade teacher
said he would be able to take his handwriting book home.

Nathan, his father, and the general education teacher,
through a problem-solving discussion that closely resem-
bled the “Self-Determined Learning Model™ described by
Wehmeyer, Palmer, et al. (2000), developed a plan for him
to organize his desk and locker every Friday. During his
meeting, Nic read his speech goals. He said he needed to
slow down and think before answering questions. This
insight appeared to surprise his speech teacher. She
explained the speech skills they were working on, and Nic,
demonstrating self-evaluation, commented that he was good
at finding words that have opposite meanings, but that find-
ing words that mean the same thing was hard.

Nathan's homeroom teacher noted that at the beginning
of the school year, when Nic came up to speak to her, he
mumbled and she couldn’t understand him. She told him
that whenever he mumbled, she would say she couldn’t hear
him and walk away. She said he had gotten much better. The
speech teacher stated, “Some of that has to do with confi-
dence.” Then she looked at Nic and added, “After this, you
should have no trouble with confidence!™

In these descriptions of elementary students leading their
[EP meetings, we have described self-advocacy skills in
action. Student participation provided authentic opportuni-
ties for the students to exercise their self-advocacy skills. All
four of the students answered questions and added informa-
tion appropriately throughout their meetings. Furthermore,
the communication during student-led meetings involved
more balanced participation from the team members than
the dominance of special educators at traditional meetings.

Challenges Faced and Lessons Learned

As noted in the literature, challenges involved in support-
ing the development of students’ self-advocacy skills include:

* systemic barriers such as traditions and beliefs about
adult versus student roles and responsibilities in
learning,

» understanding components and significance of self-
advocacy, and

» knowledge and skill related to curricula and strategies
for promoting self-advocacy.

The cases described here underscore these challenges but
also highlight possibilities for bridging the research to prac-
tice gap.

Systemic Barriers: Roles and Responsibilities

[n the setting where this intervention took place, the IEP
was viewed as a legal document and the special education

teacher was traditionally responsible for collecting informa-
tion and filling out the IEP forms. The special educators
shared information with the parents and general education
teachers, but the student was not directly involved in the
process. These practices were consistent with findings from
the literature (Blue-Banning, Turnbull, & Pereira, 2000;
Vaughn, Bos, Harrell, & Lasky, 1988).

Before the training, all the adults who were interviewed
indicated that the special education teachers had the primary
responsibility for setting up the [EP meeting, collecting infor-
mation for the contents of the [EP, and writing the document,
Figure 2 provides a pictorial representation of this process.

As the persons central to the traditional IEP process, the
special educators focused on legal aspects of the IEP docu-
ment. In response to questions about a typical IEP meeting,
the special educators commented on paperwork require-
ments and soliciting information from general education
teachers and parents. The EBD teacher noted that parents
“really don't care to give any input. They just don’t feel
qualified.” The LD teacher explained, “If a parent wants
anything changed, we would make any kind of adjustments
they think would be necessary.” She added, “More often
than not, they're in agreement with everything.”

The general education teachers trusted the expertise of
the special education teachers, were comfortable with this,
and actually preferred to let them take the lead in that
responsibility. Before the training. Kevin's teacher described
a typical IEP meeting this way:

We get in, the special ed teacher begins, asks for a couple of
little bits of input from us [general educators | and then usually
they [special educators] do most of the talking. They ask,
“What do you see, or what do you want to say about it”" and

then they take it from there. We have just a little bit of talking
we actually do at the meeting. Mostly, they take care of it.

Traditional IEP

Special
Education
Teacher

General

FIGURE 2
The IEP is seen as a legal document for which
the special educator is largely responsible
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Nathan’s teacher explained, “It’s always good to go
through the process of having things in writing as a reminder
of what we are working on and what we are going to check
later. It's more helpful to the special ed teacher than it is to
the classroom teacher.”

Carrie’s teacher expressed a similar belief: “1 think the
IEP is mainly for special ed, what areas to work on, but it’s
good for me to know that, because then I can really target
that, too.”

Although the parents indicated that they felt respected as
members of the IEP team, their role on the team was mainly
that of listener. For example, parents perceived the IEP
meeling as an opportunity to come together with the special
education teacher to hear about their child’s progress rather
than to share information as equal partners,

Nic's stepmother’s description of the IEP meeting was
similar to what other parents related. In her words, the pur-
pose of the meeting was to hear from teachers “overall how
he's progressing and what he needs help with, what his
strengths are, if he still needs to be getting help, or if he
doesn’t need to be getting help in this area.”

Finally, the students were not directly part of the IEP
process at this elementary school. Teachers and parents
thought the main purpose of the IEP was to meet legal
responsibilities of the school district. In the interviews with
all adult participants, the discussions related to control of the
IEP process by the special education teachers. Conse-
quently, there was no need to have the elementary student
involved in the IEP meeting. Furthermore, no one suggested
that student involvement would be beneficial for the student
or that student participation could enhance the 1EP process.

Components and Significance of Self-Advocacy

Throughout this training there seemed to be a lack of
awareness that self-advocacy skills should be promoted and
taught to elementary students. The parents and teachers
commented that they wanted the students to be more inde-
pendent and responsible and to take more initiative and own-
ership for their education; but this was presented as an
expectation of the students with no indication that adult
intervention would be required—beyond nagging.

Prior to the request to participate in this experience, the
parents and teachers had not considered the IEP meeting as
an opportunity for elementary students to take that initiative
or ownership. Indeed, most of the adults expected the stu-
dents to be observers at these meetings and commented that
it would be good for the students to hear the same informa-
tion from parents and teachers at one time.

Carrie's foster mother said, “She'll see teamwork. so
that’s really good.” Carrie’s teacher explained, “I think that’s
actually a very good thing [student participation] because
then they can hear what’s going on. They can see the team-

work.... It also lets them know that we're working to help
them out and they shouldn’t feel bad about it.”

Nic's stepmother commented, “Maybe if he hears it from
enough people, it will sink in” Although students did
observe and listen, each was actively engaged in directing the
discussion and giving meaningful input at his or her meeting.

Along with not recognizing the potential contributions of
students, several parents and teachers expressed concerns
about the students participating in the meeting. One of the
greatest challenges in examining the participation of ele-
mentary students in the IEP process was to find teachers
who were willing to participate themselves, not because of
the time involved but because they did not believe that ele-
mentary students could handle the information from an IEP
meeting.

One teacher said, “Fifth graders are just children. They
can’t do this. I don’t want them to know how little progress
they're making.”

When asked what he thought about Nic being involved in
the IEP meeting Nic's dad said, “It’s good for him to be
there to get everybody’s input and all that, but there’s things
I'd like to talk about without him there, too.” He was con-
cerned about inconsistencies in Nic’s performance about
which Nic was sensitive. He explained that when he tried to
talk to Nic about it, “He thinks I'm calling him stupid. I
don’t want that.” Nic’s teacher was concerned about Nic's
difficulties with speech, noting his tendency to mumble or
stutter. She said, “When he’s asked to comment on some-
thing, he may not know what to say.”

Nathan’s parents were concerned that he might get upset
with some of the suggestions that might be made at the
meeting. His father stated, “It could be upsetting more than
anything just because he might think he’s trying as hard as
he can in an area that she’s pointing out, and I'd hate to see
him put his brakes on altogether.” Nathan's mother added,
“He’s done that to us before.”

In these student-led IEP meetings the students exercised
self-advocacy skills of self-knowledge, self-evaluation, goal
setting, and problem solving as they read information from
their scripts and responded to the comments and questions
of other team members. As equal partners on the TEP team,
parents shared their insights and concerns regarding their
children. The general educators explained their expectations
of the students related to classroom routines and curriculum.
Accommodations were discussed with student input, and
concrete plans for accomplishing goals were laid out. The
special education teacher addressed all mandated elements
of the IEP.

Including elementary students in their IEP meetings
affected the dynamics of the group process in many positive
ways without interfering with legal compliance issues. This
dynamic is illustrated in Figure 3.
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Parents” and teachers’ perceptions of students’ ability to
make meaningful contributions to the IEP meeting clearly
were altered after they participated in a student-led meeting.
After experiencing an elementary student-led IEP meeting,
the parents, teachers, and students began to see the value in
student participation. All the adult participants offered posi-
tive comments about including the elementary students in
IEP meetings.

Nathan's mother exclaimed, “Actually, I thought it was
one of the best meetings we've had in six years because we
had what he thought were his strengths and weaknesses and
we built on that.”

This statement from Nic's classroom teacher echoed others:

The focus was better. It was child-centered. ... It seemed that
it moved along a little faster than it usually does because we
were answering his questions rather than just chitchatting.
Everybody stayed on task a lot more.... | was amazed that
he did 1t so well. Usually he stutters a lot, but he had a lot of
confidence.

Regarding Kevin's participation, his LD teacher com-
mented. “1 think Kevin did a real nice job with his script and
kind of facilitating the meeting and keeping things going. |
was impressed with it.”

Nathan’s special education teacher used the word “fun”
to describe the meeting:

I thought it was great! It was fun. It was very positive for
Nathan. It gave him an opportunity to be a leader in a very
challenging way.... | think it forced us to say things in a
more positive way than if he wasn't there.... It's more fun o
have the child included because [ think it becomes more real
to everybody.

Although the responsibility of covering mandated infor-
mation, obtaining signatures, and filing the forms inevitably
remained with the special education teacher, student owner-
ship of the TEP changed markedly.

Student-led IEP

Student Parent

-

Special educator
General educator

FIGURE 3
Student-led IEP meetings tended to be
student-centered with more balanced
participation and increased collaboration

Through these experiences, the students all increased
their self-confidence, which influenced their ability to self-
advocate. Carrie’s social worker commented: “The response
from Carrie was wonderful. | happened to see her the other
day and her confidence level is way up.”

Nathan's special education teacher explained, “I think the
whole process made it so he took more control over his
life.... He's talking about his feelings. which he'd never
done before.”

The components of self-advocacy and significance of
students having opportunities to practice those skills were
clearly demonstrated throughout this experience. Yet, the
teachers expressed concerns regarding finding the time and
resources to prepare students to participate.

Curricula and Strategies for Promoting Self-Advocacy

A frequently identified problem in promoting self-advo-
cacy skills in students with disabilities is a deficit in teacher
training and teachers’ knowledge of curricula and strategies
(Karvonen et al., 2004). Two of the special education teach-
ers involved in this training believed they lacked the time and
resources to teach students to participate actively in their IEP
meetings. The LD teacher said, “I don’t know how | would
have the time.... I don’t know if I'd want to take their instruc-
tion time away to ... teach them how to do all of that.” The
EBD teacher stated, “It’s hard to prepare students to do this.”

Neither of those teachers had a set procedure for teaching
their students about the [EP, but both said that they did spend
some time talking informally with their students about their
[EP goals when they were collecting assessment data during
instruction in the resource room. The EBD teacher
explained that she talked to her students about their IEP
whenever she was preparing for their meeting: “Generally, |
have them do some sort of planning as I'm writing stuff up,
but they generally don’t choose to show up.” The DD
teacher stated that she had not discussed the IEP previously
with any of her students.

Contrary to the beliefs of these special education teachers
that the training would take a lot of time or require special
materials, the training was fairly brief and the materials con-
sisted of simple worksheets. Each of the six training sessions
lasted 20 minutes or less. The sessions were spread out over |
to 5 weeks to fit students’ schedules, The materials used were
the students’ current IEP and simple worksheets based on
concepts utilized in the Self-Directed IEP curriculum (McGa-
hee-Kovac, 1995) and a pilot curriculum being created by the
Florida State Department of Education (Cooper, Roder, Wich-
manowski, & Yeretzian, 2004). Each session consisted of an
informal discussion of one or more topics related to the IEP
and the students’ interests, strengths, needs. and goals.

In the initial interviews the students did not know what an
1EP was, and they were not able to identify their goals even
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though special education teachers of three of the students
said they discussed students’ goals with them. In follow-up
interviews a few days after their IEP meetings, the students
said they felt good about their participation. In interviews
conducted 3 months later, the students expressed strong sen-
timents regarding their ownership of the IEP and their right
to participate. As Carrie said, I think I should know about
my problem and my goals. It's my IEP meeting, and I
shouldn’t be left ont. They’re talking about me.”

These case studies demonstrated that elementary students
could be supported in exercising self-advocacy skills with a
minimal investment of time and resources. It provided a
simple plan for training students to participate meaningfully
in their IEP meeting as one step that elementary teachers can
take to empower their students. The knowledge, skills, and
dispositions of teachers and parents played a major role in
promoting student acquisition of these skills. Recognizing
the barriers that students face and knowing that there are
ways to remove those barriers allows us to bridge the gap
between research and practice.
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